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Artist Statement

HERITAGE BRAIDED
By Akiko B. Jackson, MFA
A thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of
Fine Arts at Virginia Commonwealth University.
Virginia Commonwealth University, 2009
Major Director: Lydia C. Thompson
Assistant Professor, Craft/Material Studies Department

The awareness of marginality, oppression, and hierarchy at an early age directly
influences the creation of work specific to my identity as a woman of color. Born and
raised on an island in the Pacific Ocean, I was aware of my sense of location and space
relative to the world. The vast ocean separating me from the ‘mainland’ created a specific
understanding of marginality, of what is “main” and what is “minor,” and how these
categorical placements continued from my youth to ongoing perpetuation.
The work I create has a subtle and persistent investigation into my identity as a
socio-economic and ethnic minority woman. I attempt to translate and address my identity
and cultural significance by creating works that bring about question and dialogue dealing
vi

with cultural normative values. My work subtly addresses theories of alienation, burden,
heritage, and identity.
I use materials and/or focus on importance of materiality to imply an inherent
meaning through historical root, core, and/or initial function. Often this function has fixed
placement in certain cultures and society. Although the work is visually and conceptually
dark in nature, the desired feeling includes a very physical response while coexisting
within the installation’s environment.
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“What ARE You?”

“Where are you from? Is a question I like answering. “Where are you really
from?” is a question I really hate answering.
“Where are you from” is a question we all routinely ask one another upon
meeting a new person. “Where are you really from?” is a question some of us
tend to ask others of us very selectively.
For Asian Americans, the questions frequently come paired like that. Among
ourselves, we can even joke nervously about how they just about define the
Asian American experience. More than anything else that unites us, everyone
with an Asian face who lives in America is afflicted by the perpetual foreigner
syndrome. We are figuratively and even literally returned to Asia and ejected
from America.1
The identity politics narrated in this daily account of questioning may often be
interpreted and/or misinterpreted as an innocent or sincere questioning with the intent of
understanding another human being. To address many forms of racial discrimination and
humanitarian injustices in the United States is a difficult task beyond the black and white
paradigm commonly addressed as the only paradigm of racial discrimination. As these
questions may arise from the intent of understanding the other, which is limited to the
personal experience and nationalized education of the individual asking.
There is confusion and dislocation on the most basic level of understanding what
identity truly is or can be, and how to identify the possibilities of multiple understandings.
In identifying the background of one another, questioning an individual’s identity reflects
the discomfort of the unknown within the psyche of the person asking the questions. A

1

targeted response is the desirable norm, something that will put their unknowing mind at
ease, a response that contains key identifiable markers the person asking has come to
understand through standardized education, media, personal experience, and/or stereotype.
Frank Wu is a cultural critic whom has inspired my way of thinking for the last
decade. His writings influenced my understanding of paradigm shifts and/or constants
with one’s placement, dislocation, heritage, and cultural identity as I enter graduate study
at Virginia Commonwealth University. I attempt to create works that visually direct the
viewer into a state of questioning their placement in the societal framework within their
community, with the intent to generate a positive and critical dialogue. The initial pull into
the sculptural work is created with an aesthetic and formal approach that I constantly and
thoughtfully examine throughout my coursework. A subtle and underlying reason holds
true to my way of thinking and seeing, and manifests into the works I create.

1

Wu, Frank H. Yellow: Race in America Beyond Black and White. New York : Basic Books, 2002
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Oriental Sea

Figure 1 – Oriental Sea 2008
150 lbs. synthetic hair
30 ft. x 15 ft.

Oriental Sea is an installation of synthetic hair engulfing a vast realm of physical
space. I am interested by the visual seduction and repulsion of the materiality, and the
thoughts it provokes within the viewer. The work is quiet while clearly referencing
identity politics. This body of work is an effort to confront the anxieties within me and
3

society. With this work, I am researching the potential of a thought provoking experience,
fostering an open dialogue between the audience and myself.
“My work is a very specific fight against specific fears, one at a time. It comes
close to a defining, an understanding, and accepting, of fear.”
- Louise Bourgeois
Rather than the work being viewed as data subjected to a targeted response from
the viewer, a natural, verbal analysis comes into play. I focus on the potential of the visual
work existing as a sociological framework and knowledge. The work I create is not one
that declares or desires an absolutist or didactic call and response. I have always viewed
my work as a developing body of my interests in the relationship of my “individual
cultural identity” and the notion of a “broader cultural identity” and a “geographic
identity.” The work attains a subtle and persistent investigation into identity discourse, in
an attempt to increase awareness of different ways to consider power relationships and the
questioning of what identity is and can be. This is a subject matter that feeds part of the
“why” to the way I make work theoretically charged beneath the surface of the aesthetic
material.

4

“For me, sculpture is the body. My body is my sculpture.”
– Louise Bourgeois

Figure 2 – Oriental Sea 2008
150 lbs. synthetic hair
30 ft. x 15 ft.

One of my main points of reference to express my core concept involves the human
body. In an attempt to produce large installations, I intend to arouse the viewer’s feelings.
These feelings are intended to be contradictory or immediate sensations, formal in nature, a
response identified by their relation to body and space, of attraction and repulsion, and fear

5

and fascination. The unknown enters the psyche of a need to know what is being looked at
and why I have come to these conclusions towards the use of material and installation.
The use of materials and its materiality informs and supports the core from which the work
grows from, bringing about new meaning for the viewer and myself.
Where does this hair come from? Is the hair real or fake? What groups of people
are associated with long, black hair? The questions I desire to elicit from the work are
associated with the semiotics of cultural studies. The constant study of materiality informs
the work for the viewer.
A major concept in cultural studies is that of sign. A sign has three basic
characteristics: 1) It has a concrete form, 2) It refers to something other than
itself, 3) It can be recognized by most people as a sign.2
This is an example of the formal modes in which I work and how I think before
processing a desired outcome. I first consider what the physical form of the sign, the
signifier should produce a mental and conceptual association, as the signified response.
The physical form of the work begins with long, black hair as a signifier of geographic
location, group of people, and context. This is a synthetic material representing the real
strands of DNA found from the heads of women and children in foreign lands unknown to
the viewer’s gaze. The refusal to use real hair is directly linked to a moral imperative of
addressing the slave trade being imported into the United States. The common guilt of
people in the United States is expressed when referencing the commodification of products
being manufactured in sweatshops, of developing countries, by the small hands of children.

6

However, this reality is matched and in many ways surpassed by the erasure and physical
stripping of identity, of the immeasurable value and worth found in the feminine mystique
and cultural power of hair.
Oriental Sea is a title that informs the work through the semantics of the English
language. Oriental, a word that has been historically used incorrectly to identify groups of
people from Asia or with Asian heritage, have been deemed as eradicated from ways of
addressing one another, however, a confusion of how to properly identify someone as
Oriental or Asian is still perpetuated by a lack of awareness involving an invisible history
of an invisible group existing outside of the black and white racial paradigm in the United
States. Sea, was paired with Oriental, signifying vast ocean separating people physically
and theoretically from one another.
Previous to entering my graduate study in Richmond, Virginia, my hair was long,
black, and exoticized. My entire being was effected and affected on a daily basis by the
response of another person questioning my identity. With a concrete affinity to being an
other and questioned daily about my appearance, I attempted to engage with another reality
by way of a socialized experiment inflicting a personal scalping of an identifiable marker as
other: my hair. Through this social experiment and observation, the exoticized treatment
by people petting my head, running their hands through my mane, and reaching out to
physically connect with my animal self, ceased, but my physicality of face as other still
existed.
2

Loon, Borin Van and Sardar, Ziauddin. Cultural Studies. New York: Totem Books, 2005.
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Oppositional Gaze

Figure 3 – Oppositional Gaze 2008
video stills
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"If thou gaze long into an abyss, the abyss will also gaze into thee"
- Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil

Figure 4 – Oppositional Gaze 2008
video
14 min 20 sec

Oppositional Gaze is a video based on my personal experience. I approach making
from a lived and ongoing experience that is constant. On an ordinary day, I often witness
acts of repression, acts of injustice, and absurd occurrences that are either directed at me or
observed toward others. I impose inner turmoil upon myself of whether or not I shall
respond or absorb what I have witnessed. These experiences have emerged at a time in my
9

life, in a place I considered to be a dislocation of my physical presence in relation to my
constant neighbor, with a metaphysical questioning of placement.
The video is a visual and auditory whisper that reflects my internalized struggle.
These true encounters of questions, statements, and name-calling were specifically chose
to address this reality on a large screen, symbolic to the hovering subjection of prejudices
and stereotypes that resonate within me. These encounters are unexpected, yet not
surprising when they happen due to the frequency of their occurrence. The following is a
text guide to the auditory spoken word that may be heard on the video piece:

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

What are you?
What country are you from?
Is English your first language?
What kind of name is Akiko?
I’ve never heard that name before, do you have an American name?
How did you get the last name Jackson?
You don’t look like a Jackson.
Are you married to a Jackson?
What is your nationality? You know, your country of origin?
Why would you be offended if I called you Oriental?
What makes you a woman of color if you’re not black?
Are you a mutt?
Are you confused about your race?
Are you confused about what country you belong to?
Are you confused about who you are?
Is it difficult having a foreign mother, you know, as opposed to having a normal
mother?
What it like being a minority?
I wonder what it’s like to be a minority?
Man, I wonder what it’s like to be a black woman, to be lucky enough to for allll
those scholarships. That’s great!
Where is your accent from?
What is you ethnicity? You look ethnic.
Did you grow up in a grass shack?
Did you grow up with electricity?
Is it true that all Asians eat rice everyday?
10

• Hey, what foods are popular in your country back East?
• Do all Asians have pretty feet? Can I see yours?
• Is it true that Asian women love to massage men’s feet? Would you like to massage
mine?
• Is your hair real?
• Can I touch your hair?
• Why don’t you sell your hair like the Chinese do? I heard they make a lot of
money…
• Are you Filipino?
• Are you Chinese?
• Are you Mexican?
• Are you Korean?
• Are you Oriental?
• Are you Tahitian?
• Are you Hawaiian?
• Are you Samoan?
• Are you Eskimo?
• You an Injun?
• Being half-breed and all, if you were split in half, which side would you choose?
• I knew there was some Oriental in you.
• Up here you look Asian, down there you look like a sistah!
• Don’t worry, I’m not racist, I had a black friend.
• You my favorite Oriental.
• You have an exotic name.
• You are so exotic.
• I have an Asian fetish.
• I have Island fever.
• Mmm, gimme some of that Asian Persuasion!
• He must have jungle fever to be with you.
• Aw, you’re Asian? You must cook some good chow mein!
• I know about you Buddhist peoples…
• If you lived during World War II, you’d be sent to an internment camp!
• You’re polite…it’s the Japanese in you…
• It’s the Japanese in you….
• You don’t look Italian.
• You don’t look English.
• You don’t look Irish.
• You don’t look Scottish.
• You don’t look French.
• You don’t look Iroquois, only when you wear your hair in braids…
• You don’t look Japanese.
• You’re not a true Japanese.
• You’re not Japanese enough.
11

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

You don’t look American.
You’re not American.
You’re not American enough.
Halfie
Half-breed
Oriental
Foreigner
Alien
Wetback
Chink
Jap
Nip
Spic
Flip
Gook
Mutt
Brownie
Twinkie
Yellow Girl
Island Girl
Almond Eyes
Slanty Eye
Chinky Eyes
Asian Driver
Ching-Chong
Nigger Lover
The title of this video, Oppositional Gaze, was inspired by the literary works of bell

hooks. In Oppositional Gaze: Black Female Spectators, hooks states, "the ability to
manipulate one's gaze in the face of structures of domination opens up the possibility of
agency." In this case, the gaze mediates between agency and resistance.
“contemporary art criticism focuses on how the gaze is used as a vehicle for
communication, and how exactly a gaze transmits information and
assumptions about the viewer/viewed. Here a gaze can transcend the medium
in which it is produced and contains social implications beyond its function
within the work of art. The definition of gaze has thus evolved from just a
“look” into an “intent” look (i.e. the intent behind the gaze becomes crucial
12

for its definition) and gaze can be thought of as a dynamic medium bridging
the gap between art form and social theory.”1
Mixed race persons as individuals confuse the concept of such straightforward racial
oppositions, such as the black and white racial paradigm, when discussing identity in the
United States. This confounding perspective is apparent with the numerous questions,
statements, and name-calling seen in Oppositional Gaze. The gaze in this video is used
as a vehicle to understand both subjects, mirroring eachother’s gaze through a
confrontational face. The video challenges dialogue focusing on identity politics,
especially in non-diverse communities. In many ways, I personify ambiguities because I
demonstrate race is not always identifiable hereditary. The color of my skin, the texture
of my hair, or the features of my face do not define my entire being. It is my cultural
experience coexisting with the historical nature of this country that has informed my
understanding of my past and present.
Does our profiling nature as humans waste insurmountable time with the attempts of
identifying one another, with the lack of true understanding and awareness? I seek to
raise awareness not sensitivity, consciousness not defensiveness, with a body of work
promoting multiculturalism not assimilation. The installation is a subtle approach to
identity politics, which is persistent towards the relationship of spectator and the
installation. I desire an exchange of ideas that welcomes dialogue with community, on
how one’s body is effected and affected by its surroundings.

•

hooks, bell. Oppositional Gaze: Black Female Spectators. New York: South End Press, 1992.
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Beyond Borders
“ni de aqui ni de allá” translated to “neither here nor there”
- conversations with Gina Aparicio

I began contemplating the work of Gloria Anzaldúa as I entered my last year of
graduate study. Anzaldúa is a self-described “chicana dyke-feminist, tejana patlache poet,
writer, and cultural theorist.” My investigations into crossing physical and psychological
borders in a sociological framework began with the use of hair netting as a signifying
material. According to Anzaldúa, “the reasons that borders exist is to separate the good
from the bad, the safe from the dangerous, us from them.”2
The hairnet is a material traditionally used as a protective barrier for sanitation
purposes. Upon further research and visual observation, the hairnet is an inconsistent
material that attains many contradictions. Rather than use a physical, protective barrier for
sanitation in the food industry, it more so reflects the suppression of black hair, a delicate
black nylon, used to control wild black hair from expanding outward.
Through deconstruction of materiality and initial function, I collected and
unraveled a hundred hairnets and began by simply hanging them on the wall as a uniform
would be hung at the end of a workday.

2

Anzaldúa, Gloria. Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza, Aunt Lute Books, 1999.
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Figure 5 – Hair Net Study 2009
100 hairnets hung on the wall

In the Hair Net Studies and Beyond Borders, I was contrasting the relationship
between my current reality of “high end” art production with a material normally
associated with “low end” production of the working-class. This is a class-consciousness I
associate myself with through personal experience and identity.
15

Figure 6 – Beyond Borders 2009
hair netting
28 ft. x 12 ft.

By manipulating, stretching, and controlling the hairnets, I worked excessively to
tie each knot to create a connection between individual heads. I created a wall, a border, a
barrier that prevented access to the other side. Transparent as this border was and delicate
as it may be, the separation was beyond borders; a physical and psychological dividing line
created by something unnatural and confining to the space. It creates a distraction from the
realities of free room, free space, free land, freedom.

16

Figure 7 – Beyond Borders 2009
hair netting
28 ft. x 12 ft.

Wind tugging at my sleeve
feet sinking into the sand
I stand at the edge where earth touches ocean
where the two overlap
a gentle coming together
at other times and places a violent clash
Across the border in Mexico
stark silhouette of houses gutted by waves,
cliffs crumbling into the sea,
silver waves marbled with spume
gashing a hole under the border fence.
Miro el mar atacar
la cerca en Border Field Park
con sus buchones de aqua,
17

an Easter Sunday resurrection
of the brown blood in my veins.
Oigo el llorido del mar, el respiro del aire.
my heart surges to the beat of the sea.
In the gray haze of the sun
the gulls’ shrill cry of hunger.
the tangy smell of the sea seeping into me.
I walk through the hole in the fence
to the other side.
Under my fingers I feel the gritty wire
rusted by 139 years
of the salty breath of the sea.
Beneath the iron sky
Mexican children kick their soccer ball across,
run after, entering the U.S.
I press my hand to the steel curtain –
chainlink fence crowned with rolled barbed wire –
rippling from the sea where Tijuana touches San Diego
unrolling over mountains
and plains
and deserts.
this “Tortilla Curtain” turning into el rio Grande
flowing down to the flatlands
of the Magic Valley of South Texas
its mouth emptying into the Gulf.
1,950 mile-long open wound
dividing a pueblo, a culture,
running down the length of my body,
staking fence rods in my flesh,
splits me splits me
me raja me raja
This is my home
this thin edge of
barbwire.
But the skin of the earth is seamless.
The sea cannot be fenced,
18

el mar does not stop at borders.
To show the white man what she thought of his
arrogance,
Yemayá blew that wire fence down.5
- Gloria Anzaldúa

Figure 8 – Beyond Borders 2009
hair netting
28 ft. x 12 ft.

•

Anzaldúa, Gloria. Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza, Aunt Lute Books, 1999.
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Roots Embraced

Figure 9 – Roots Embraced 2009
~700 strands in the wall
epoxy resin
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“Assimilation says everyone must convert to Anglo-conformity that nobody can
do so. Racists combine those propositions to argue that people of color must
follow a law they cannot keep: They cannot become whites.” 6
This is just one example that gives a clear illustration of the conundrum behind
societal homogenization. With Roots Embraced, my thought process emerged from a
comparative study between the physical nature of hair roots to persons deemed as the other
in societal frameworks. Rather than seeking to be the same, it is beautiful to be different.
Embracing the difference in one another can foster growth and understanding. Rather than
wasting one’s time by focusing on physical attributes or the obvious nature of not looking
alike, we could potentially invest time in discovering our similarities through personal
experiences aside from concentrating on the different experience or different
characteristics.
Roots Embraced is a physical manifestation of the female body embracing the fact
that it grows hair. As thick, coarse, black, wild, and untamed as it may be, hair on a female
body is as natural as hair growing on a man’s face. The sign of difference between genders
is apparent, however, a refusal of hair growth challenges the standardizing of what is
masculine and what is feminine in societal frameworks. The piece, Roots Embraced, is a
sign of resistance to the patriarchal standard of forcing women to believe their bodies
should be hairless in order to be the feminine role and counterpart.

•

Wu, Frank H. Yellow: Race in America Beyond Black and White. New York : Basic Books, 2002. (256)
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Figure 10 – Roots Embraced 2009
~700 strands in the wall
epoxy resin

To attempt a universal truth and identical type amongst different groups of people is
impossible. Why not accept our differences in culture, color, race, ethnicity, gender as
beautiful diversity creating popular community? By homogenizing groups, one will find it
impossible and see it as a stifling conundrum. These examples may seem to be a
simplification of cultural normative values, however, the difficulty presented in everyday
societal interaction say otherwise. These are the struggles that influence my work.

22

“The contest of integration versus pluralism, assimilation versus
multiculturalism, is a false dichotomy.” – Frank Wu
To create works of art that could be marked as a universal truth is to talk oneself into
believing this is true. It is a farce. Unless the individual has traveled throughout the
world, stepped into the lives of many, and become what one is not, finding the key to
“being” universal is impossible.
Through my personal experience living in different geographic locations in the
United States, I have developed an approach using positive and pluralist perspective to
foster growth and understanding. Through this approach, camaraderie and connection
within community can be found. This is a positive way to understand one another. To
universalize and eject the beauty of difference is to homogenize. Roots Embraced is a
doubling physical manifestation of seeking the signified response of relating hair growth
on female body to the pluralism and multiculturalism of diverse society. Difference will
not be shaved off. The other will always be another. Growth and solidarity will follow.
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Figure 11 – Roots Embraced 2009
detail
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Heritage Braided

Figure 12 – Heritage Braided 2009
~700 yds. synthetic hair

“For some Native Americans hair was and still is considered as “the location of the
soul” and a vital human force. Saint’s locks are considered holy relics, worshiped and
preserved by the Catholic church. If hair is shorn or cut it implies renunciation and
sacrifice. Historically the free growth of hair has projected and asserted power and
superiority and royalty. In some cultures and historical periods it has represented a
challenge to social limits and laws constituting the state organization.”8

•

Bessire, Mark H.C. Wenda Gu: Art From Middle Kingdom to Biological Millenium. England: The MIT
Press, 2003.
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Hair can be a signifier of not only femininity, but also race, ethnicity, age, and
identity. Affecting all areas of human lives and worlds, the process of braiding hair has the
potential to transcend its basic function of just tying hair down. In the piece, Heritage
Braided, I take the wild out of long black hair associated with stereotyped primitive
cultures and historically oppressing identity among women, the act of braiding maintains
its historical roots along with a shared experience of storytelling between the braider and
the one being braided. I consider the cultural crossings and mixture of races to inform the
physical braiding experience as I share my time with my community in the studio and
theoretically consider the process my hands are taking part in. Each pull, tug, tangle, and
cross-over is a metaphor for the positive and negative charges associated with cultural
meanings and paradigms of identity.

26

Figure 13 – Heritage Braided 2009
~700 yds. synthetic hair

The journey of discovering self, the growth that occurs from history, heritage, and
placement, the intimate and meditative act of being “transformed into the material moment
of symbolic presence,” are all manifested through the touch and repetitive act of making
Heritage Braided. Through the use of multiples, repetition, and installation in horizontal
planes as opposed to tall, erect, vertical axis objects, I imply the action of “women’s
work.”8
•

Lippard, Lucy. Eva Hesse. New York: Da Capo Press, 1992.
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Figure 14 – Heritage Braided 2009
~700 yds. synthetic hair

The elements of imperfection seen in each strand of braid attests to a persistent
investigation into the beauties of imperfection and difference in association to the act of
repetition and multiples. This is done without the need for identical and homogeneous
groupings in the installation.

28

Figure 15 – Heritage Braided 2009
~700 yds. synthetic hair
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Conclusion

Figure 16 – MFA exhibition, Anderson Gallery, 2009

The sense of deep alienation and powerlessness felt in people less represented in
certain circles, cities, and superstructures, lead to a yearning for change. This can renew
the liberation struggle rather than settle for the homogeny of quiet submission. In an
attempt to enable change and political intervention, my work focuses on cultural identity
discourse. This renewal can only occur when it involves broadening the notions of current,
30

narrow cultural norms. Our pluralistic options to take action and challenge the cultural
norms are a strength that does not necessarily require aggressive action, but is a subtle and
constant growth in progress. By taking part in my community through creating this body
of work, I am working towards this subtle growth in progress and positive change.

31
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